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different communities, in inner- 
citv Glasgow and the Inner 
Hebrides, this year celebrate 
the links established 1300 years 
ago by a pair of crusading 
saints. 

John Harvey, minister of 
Govan Old Parish Church in 
Glasgow, becomes leader of the 
Iona Community .founded by St. 
Columba when he landed in a 
shingle bay with 12 disciples in 
563. 

Early in the 13th century, the 
Benedictines established a mon- 
astery which lasted until the 
Reformation. In the stricken 
1930s, the Church of Scotland 
minister in Govan, the Rev. 
George MacLeod, decided to 
restore both the ruined abbey 
and its radical gospel. 

He recruited unemployed 
craftsmen and set young clergy- 
men to work as their labourers. 
A major theme of Iona’s creed 
remains that of reconciliation- 
between nations, classes and 
creeds. Its early Protestant crit- 
ics sited it precisely: “Half way 
to Rome and half-way to 
Moscow". 

Iona covers about three 
square miles, about twice the 
size of the parish of Govan, and 
has around 100 residents, com- 
pared with Govan’s 4,500. 
Crofting and summer tourism 
keep everyone fully employed. 
In Govan male unemployment 


new £800,000 MacLeod Centre, 
which will accomodate 62 and 
which has been built to encour- 
age young people in particular 
to work for peace and reconcili- 
ation. An early aim is to bring 
Russian and American young 
people to work and worship 
together on the island. 

Proposals include events for 
unemployed and disabled 
young: the encouragement of 
links between Protestants and 
Roman Catholics; Christians 
and other faiths; the study of 
peace and Third World issues. 

Among the fund-raisers has 
been the 93 year-old Lord Mac- 
Leod of Fuinary, who led the 
Community for its first 29 
years. 

“It’s a contemporary 
community... and has always 
been a community helping 
people to live out their faith 
where they are," said Ron Fer- 
guson. Iona has also welcomed 
its links with places like 
Govan: “We’d never allow Iona 
to be a middle-class spiritual 
resort.” 

St. Columba foresaw it all 
from Iona in 597. “Upon this 
place," he wrote, “small though 
it be, and mean, not only the 
Kings of the Septs, with their 
peoples, but also the rulers of 
barbarous and foreign races, 
with the people subject to 
them, shall confer great and no 
common honour ” 


is 36.3 per cent, the second 
highest in Strathclyde, where 
38,700 people depend for work 
on Government schemes. 

In Govan, almost 3,000 people 
are seeking work; 20 for every 
advertised vacancy, or twice 
the rate for Britain as a whole. 
The joint public and private 
sector Govan Initiative “putting 
the Go back in Govan” Is aim- 
ing to create or safeguard 1,100 
jobs through business grants 
and loans and to stimulate up 
to £20 million of industrial in- 
vestment in a five year 
programme. 

Govan Old Parish Church, 
100 years old in 1988, marks the 


spot where St. Constantine 
landed during the Celtic mis- 
sion. Next door stands the 
grandly Gothic Pierce Institute- 
“a house of service...to the 
strangers of the world’’- where 
220 people on Government 
work schemes have their base 
and where 4,000 people aweek 
come for meals or social 
events. 

John Harvey, who will be- 
come the fifth leader of the 
Iona Community, is the first 
since Lord MacLeod to have 
the direct Govan pedigree. His 
father-in-law was an assistant 
minister when MacCleod lived 
in the top flat at the Institute 


and his mother-in-law led the 
strictly segregated girls’ club. 

Older members of his congre- 
gation remember weekday ser- 
vices being punctuated by the 
noise of rivets and steam ham- 
mers from nearby shipyards. 
Today the last merchant ship- 
yard on the upper Clyde em- 
ploys 1,000 near his church but 
interruptions come from a 
scrap metal yard. Social prob- 
lems have also changed, with 
the serious growth of drug traf- 
ficking added to lingering alco- 
hol abuse. Given the ravages of 
ancient and contemporary his- 
tory “it is quite significant that 
the church has served 1400 


years here and is still going 
strong," says John Harvey. 

The present leader of the 
Iona Community, Ron Fergu- 
son, has just completed its first 
comprehensive history, record- 
ing an increasing width of 
Christian membership and in- 
volvement in social justice 
issues. These range from oppo- 
sition to nuclear weapons, 
which has seen the Communi- 
ty’s peace worker Helen Steven 
in prison, to increasing opposi- 
tion to the poll tax. 

“I can’t think of any member 
of the Tory party who would be 
a member of the community, 
but it would be more a ques- 


tion of approach when people 
take a stance on particular 
issues,” said Ron Ferguson. 
Criteria would be effects on the 
poor and marginalised rather 
than party politics. 

Tourists arriving on Iona in 
hope ofa glimpse of robed 
monks will be disappointed. 
The 140 international commu- 
nity members meet only four 
times a year, supported by 800 
associates and 2,000 “friends” 
who provide funds without the 
obligations of prayer, tithing 
and mutual support to which 
full members subscribe. 

Central to the 50th anniver- 
sary celebrations will be the 


street cred 


John Harvey, above, minister of Govan Old Parish Church ; and the 
Abbey Church, Iona, pictures by Don McPhee 

Martyn Halsall reports on the links between 
religious communities in Glasgow and Iona 

Hebridean 



